THE  GROWTH  OF  INDIVIDUALISM:  AGRICULTURE
standpoint the phrase is doubtless inaccurate, since the
commons at no time belonged to 'the people' in the sense
that they were public property which anyone was free to use.
Their original purpose in a primitive economy was to serve
as an adjunct to arable cultivation, and 'rights of common'
were therefore attached to strips of land in the open fields*
In practice their use was not confined to strip-holders, and
the privilege was freely exercised by unauthorized persons.
In the eyes of their critics the commons were the quintessence
of all the defects ascribed to the traditional methods of
husbandry. They were assailed as wasteful and inefficient.
The cattle pastured on them were poorly nourished owing
to their excessive numbers; they were liable to infection
when herded together promiscuously; and scientific breeding
was impossible. The commons were also alleged to be produc-
tive of great social mischief as an encouragement to idleness
and beggary. Thousands of squatters settled upon them,
erected a rude shelter, and lived as much as possible without
labour eking out a precarious existence sometimes in dubious
ways. It was the prevailing view that the commons were
enurseries of thieves and horse-stealers* which created the
poor by fostering idleness. One writer says of Epping:
'The undergraduates in iniquity commence their career with
deer stealing and here the most finished and hardened robber
retires from justice.3 Admittedly some of the evidence is
favourable to those who dwelt on the commons and worked
for the farmers without being entirely dependent upon their
wages. Nevertheless the prevalence of wide stretches of un-
cultivated land, given over to wretched cattle and to human
beings scarcely less wretched, was hardly likely to be toler-
ated when the new urban population springing up in indus-
trial centres called for a more economical use of the national
resources; and their cultivation was urged as 'the very
greatest object of British policy.'
It was a misfortune that the state took no steps to handle
the commons on some uniform principle which might have
safeguarded the welfare of those who were too weak to
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